Kennedy was no dove* 
he wanted a victory 


By HENRY W. BERGER 

O liver Stone portrays Presi- 
dent John F. Kennedy’s as- 
sassination as the result of a 
plot engineered by a self-interested 
all-star cast of military, political 
and corporate leaders opposed to 
his alleged efforts to pull the United 
States out of Vietnam. 

This picture is seductively appeal- 
ing to conspiracy lovers and to 
those whose only exposure to the 
assassination history will be the 
compelling version in Stone’s mo- 
tion picture production. It is also 
attractive to those wanting to be- 
lieve that Kennedy was an anti-Cold 
War liberal who, if he had lived, 
would have prevented America’s 
subsequent agony in Vietnam. 

The historical record to date, 
however, simply will not sustain 
the fiction that JFK sought exit 
from Vietnam on any terms less 
than victory. Stone’s claims for a 
planned Kennedy withdrawal and 
reversal of the policy by Lyndon B. 
Johnson, a key participant in the 
supposed murder conspiracy, rests 
primarily, if not entirely, upon two 
National Security Action Memos, 
NSAM 263 and NSAM 273. 

NSAM 263, issued with Kennedy’s 
approval in October 1963, authorized 
the withdrawal of 1,000 U.S. military 
personnel from South Vietnam by 
the end of the year with the possibil- 
ity that two years later the “bulk” of 
remaining U.S. forces could also be 
removed. According to Stone, four 
days after Kennedy’s death, Johnson 
undermined and canceled JFK’s pol- 
icy of de-escalation via NSAM 273 
after consultations with the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, headed by Kennedy’s 
favorite general and key consultant 
on Vietnam, Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, 
whom the late president had ap- 
pointed in 1962. 

The fact of the matter is that 
NSAM 263 was approved by Ken- 
nedy on the illusory assumption 
that victory in Vietnam was at 
hand, a conclusion loudly pro- 
claimed in a well-known report de- 
livered to the president on Oct. 2, 
1963, by Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara and none other than 
Taylor. Both men were at the time 


nation and after meetings with the 
same advisers JFK consulted, John- 
son endorsed NSAM 273, which re- 
peated Kennedy’s Vietnam direc- 
tives, including the projected U.S. 
force withdrawals, while reiterat- 
ing that “the central objective of 
the United States in Vietnam [is) to 
win the contest against the exter- 
nally directed and supported com- 
munist conspiracy.” 

The reversal of the U.S. military 
withdrawal strategy by Johnson on 
which Stone places so much weight 
came as a direct result of revela- 
tions that optimism about the way 
the war was going was totally un- 
warranted. Evidence for this re- 
vised view began to emerge in the 


He sent Americans 
into combat for the 
first time in South 

Vietnam. 


aftermath of the Nov. 1-2 coup 
(sanctioned by the Kennedy admin- 
istration) against the South Viet- 
namese Diem-Nhu regime but was 
only confirmed when McNamara 
visited South Vietnam following 
Kennedy’s assassination and re- 
ported to Johnson on Dec. 21, 1963, 
that there had been “significant de- 
terioration in the war since the 
preceding summer.” 

But Kennedy was no dove and had 
himself dramatically escalated Amer- 
ica’s intervention in Vietnam. He tri- 
pled military assistance to South 
Vietnam, increased the number of 
Americans from 658 to nearly 16,000, 
allowing significant numbers of 
them to participate in combat for the 
first time, authorized assistance to 
South Vietnam to engage in covert 
raids against the north, launched the 
ill-conceived strategic hamlet pro- 
gram, approved the introduction of 
defoliants and herbicides into the 
war, and rejected the advice that the 
United States seek a political solution 
to the conflict. 

There indeed are unanswered 
questions about Kennedy’s tragic 
death, and all relevant records con- 
cerning the assassination should be 
opened. But no one will ever know 
what he would have done in Vietnam 
had he lived. One thing, however, is 
certain: Kennedy did not die because 
he was abandoning the war in Viet- 
nam. He was trying to win it. 

Henry W. Berger is an associate pro- 
fessor of history at Washington Uni- 
versity in St Louis. 


unabashed hawks on the war. 

South Vietnamese troops were to 
be trained to assume the advisory 
and combat responsibilities from the 
Ameiicans. Part of the motivation 
for announcing the proposed pullout 
of U.S. forces was to induce the South 
Vietnamese to mount the necessary 
effort to prosecute the war, a war 
Kennedy was convinced should be 
won and believed was being won. 

In the wake of Kennedy’s assassi- 


